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Gender is a culturally mediated way of expressing or performing sexual difference. It pervades every aspect of human behaviour, from baby clothing to funeral customs. It is deeply implicated in issues of identity, power, communication and desire. With only two traditional options, masculine and feminine, gender tends to turn differences into polarities; to divide up the world as either this or that, with no binary-confounding third terms; and to generate hierarchies, in which one alternative always ranks above the other. As a fundamental feature of most natural languages, it shapes not only the ways we talk about the world, but even the ways we can think. Much of the influence of gender on thought and behaviour is at an unconscious level, so that it can be a challenge to make it part of a classroom discussion: students will often react with scepticism if asked to analyse a story in gendered terms. Nonetheless, science fiction, with its ability to defamiliarize many aspects of culture and biology, can take the 'natural' out of human nature, so that something as fundamental as gender can be brought to awareness and examined critically. 1 Historically, much science fiction was written and read without conscious attention to issues of gender. Aside from some early experiments with feminist utopias, such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Herland (1915), it was not until writers of the 1960s and 1970s began to challenge a number of genre conventions (including a general silence on sexual matters) that gender became an overt object of critique. One of the turning points was Ursula K. Le Guin's The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) , a thought-experiment in gender, or, more precisely, the lack of it. What if there were a world, the novel asks, in which there was no sexual difference? How would every institution be different: religion, marriage, kinship, politics, warfare? Another milestone was Joanna Russ's The Female Man (1975) , which represents different possible gender systems as a set of linked alternate worlds. Russ shows how the same woman might become timid Jeannine; violent Jael; or, in a world without males where females assume all social roles, confident Janet, the 'female man' of the title. The novel invites us to rethink both society and language, so that by the end we begin to understand that not only Janet but every woman might actually be a man -that is, man as in mankind.
The conscious exploration of gender within science fiction has continued since the 1970s and has been institutionalized in such venues as WisCon, the long-running feminist convention held annually in Madison, Wisconsin, and Gaylaxicon, the more recent convention devoted to science fiction and fantasy that addresses gay, lesbian or transgender issues. Each of these annual gatherings has generated a related award: the James Tiptree Jr Award, founded at WisCon in 1991 by writers Pat Murphy and Karen Joy Fowler, and the Gaylactic Spectrum Award, first awarded in 1999. The Tiptree Award, in particular, has had considerable influence on the field, leading directly to the creation of several anthologies, critical studies and original stories answering the award's call to 'explore and expand our understanding of gender'. 2 Yet even before there was feminist sf, long before there were awards to celebrate it, there was gender in science fiction. Most sf did not question or even acknowledge society's gender coding, but those codes operate whether acknowledged or not. The first place to look for interesting science fictional takes on sexual difference is in fiction by women. Those most interested in challenging a system are those who are ignored or disadvantaged by it. The traditional hierarchies of gender place white heterosexual males above all other categories, and until recently, both the writers and readers of sf have mostly been white heterosexual men, who are all too often not even aware of the systems that favour them. Yet once gender has been called into question -by those who have incentive to do so -the invisible becomes visible, and earlier works of sf begin to seem powerfully governed by gender assumptions and systems of thought. A useful pedagogical method is to start from more recent works and then move backward, from Russ and Le Guin to Heinlein and Clarke and Asimov and beyond, to see how the earlier works imagine social arrangements and the distribution of desire.
For example, after reading Russ's treatment of a male cyborg sex slave in The Female Man, one is likely to notice aspects of Lester del Rey's 'Helen O'Loy ' (1938) that escaped attention the first time around, or at least that seemed to escape the attention of early readers of the story.
